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Brigham Young University
The current study examined the influence that parental warmth/support and verbal hostility had on
adolescents’ prosocial behavior toward multiple targets (stranger, friend, family) using multiple reporters
(self, parent, observations). Data were taken from Times 2 and 3 of a longitudinal project and included
500 adolescents and their parents (M age of child at Time 2 ⫽ 12.34). Structural equation models
suggested that mother warmth was associated with prosocial behavior toward family, while father
warmth was associated with prosocial behavior toward friends. Findings also suggested that adolescents’
prosocial behavior was more consistently influenced by father hostility than it was by father warmth.
Finally, observational reports of father hostility were associated with adolescent prosocial behavior more
consistently than self- or child-reported parenting. The discussion focuses on the importance of considering target of prosocial behavior, the differences between mothers and fathers, and the role of
self-reports compared to observations.
Keywords: prosocial behavior, parenting, adolescence, warmth, hostility

that examine how mothering and fathering impact prosocial behavior toward different targets. This study accomplishes that goal
by (a) considering prosocial behavior as a function of target, (b)
looking at both parental warmth and hostility on child outcomes,
(c) considering the influence of both fathers and mothers, and (d)
using a triangulation of sources including parent, child, and observational reports.

Prosocial behavior, or voluntary behavior meant to benefit others, has gained increased attention in recent years as a foundation
of social competence and the development of morality during
childhood and adolescence (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam,
2015). Prosocial behavior has been shown to be positively linked
with desirable outcomes during adolescence, including self-esteem
(Eisenberg et al., 2015), friendliness (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 2000), and selflessness (Carlo,
2014); as well being negatively linked with harmful behaviors like
aggression (Crick, 1996; Laible, McGinley, Carlo, Augustine, &
Murphy, 2014), suicidal ideation (Hall-Lande, Eisenberg, Christenson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2007), and association with delinquent peers (Carlo et al., 2014). While many of the conceptualizations and empirical explorations of prosocial behavior have
treated this behavior as a general, unidimensional construct, more
recent studies have begun to hone in on the multidimensional
nature of this complex set of behaviors (Padilla-Walker & Carlo,
2014). Two important dimensions that are emerging in prosocial
behavior include different types of prosocial behavior (like helping
in response to a request or helping in dire circumstances; Carlo et
al., 2014), and how prosocial behavior differs as a function of the
target of the behavior (e.g., strangers, friends, and family; PadillaWalker & Christensen, 2011). Parents (usually mothers) have been
highlighted as a significant influence in the socialization of prosocial behavior in children and adolescents. Given these advancements in the field, there is a need for nuanced longitudinal studies

Different Targets of Prosocial Behavior
Although the target of prosocial behavior is rarely specified in
existing research, when it is considered, meaningfully different
patterns emerge. More specifically, people of all ages are more
likely to help friends and family than strangers (Costin & Jones,
1992; Fujisawa, Kutsukake, & Hasegawa, 2008; Padilla-Walker &
Christensen, 2011), and adolescents report helping friends more
than any other target (Güroğlu, van den Bos, & Crone, 2014). One
explanation for these differences is that helping behavior in a
relationship looks different from when adolescents help those they
do not know. Prosocial behavior toward strangers is more often
motivated by dispositional traits (sympathy, self-regulation, etc.),
(e.g., prosocial disposition; Eisenberg et al., 2002). In contrast,
helping behavior within a relationship is likely motivated by an
effort to preserve/maintain that relationship (Eberly & Montemayor, 1998; Lewis, 2014), with prosocial disposition contributing, but to a lesser degree (Eisenberg et al., 2002). Indeed, relational approaches suggest that prosocial behavior toward family
and friends is heavily affected by dynamics of a close relationship
including frequent contact, a shared history, and anticipation of
future interactions (Amato, 1990; Lewis, 2014). Research supports
theory in finding that prosocial behavior in friendships is predicted by
relationship quality among friends (Padilla-Walker, Fraser, Black, &
Bean, 2015), while the parent– child relationship is the most salient
and consistent predictor of prosocial behavior toward family (PadillaWalker & Christensen, 2011). Despite these differences in predictors,
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research has also found that regardless of target, the parent– child
relationship is uniquely important in promoting both dispositional
characteristics that lead to prosocial behavior, as well as prosocial
behavior aimed at targets outside of the family (Padilla-Walker et al.,
2015). Thus, while we acknowledge that relationships and dispositional characteristics likely influence targets of prosocial behavior
differently, parenting seems to be influential to all targets of prosocial
behavior, making it important to examine more carefully the influence
of the parent– child relationship on prosocial behavior aimed at multiple targets.
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Parental Socialization of Prosocial Behavior
One relevant theory for the strength of the parental influence on
child behavior is social learning theory, suggesting that children
will model behavior after the manner they see their parents interact
with family members and others (Bandura, 1977). Relational theorists have extended this model by explaining that parent– child
interactions are cyclical in that if children internalize the prosocial
interactions of parents, the children’s actions will become more
prosocial, and parents will be among the beneficiaries of that
prosocial behavior (Grusec & Davidov, 2010; Grusec & Goodnow,
1994). This may be especially true during adolescence, when
interactions become much more egalitarian and reciprocal in nature, wherein if the parent is cooperative and warm in his or her
responses to requests from the child, the child is in turn warm and
cooperative (i.e., prosocial) toward the parent and others (e.g.,
mutual cooperation; Grusec & Davidov, 2010; Kuczynski & Hildebrandt, 1997). Alternatively, hostile interactions with parents
lead to fewer adolescent prosocial behaviors toward parents and
others because of a lack of the modeled behavior, potentially
different relationship norms and expectations, and lower levels of
perceived parental reciprocity.

Parental Warmth/Support
In relational research, warmth (i.e., support, responsiveness) is
described as type of reward system that can motivate positive
behavior (Macdonald, 1992) to the extent that parental warmth
facilitates child imitation of and identification with parental behavior (Bandura, 1969), as well as a willingness to comply with
parental requests and shared goals (Kuczynski & Hildebrandt,
1997). A child whose parents employ warmth and who model
prosocial behavior should be more likely to display prosocial
behavior themselves, and research suggests that this is true (Eisenberg et al., 2015; Hastings, Utendale, & Sullivan, 2007). Warm
parenting has been linked with close relationships (Carlo, 2014),
altruism (Carlo, McGinley, Hayes, & Martinez, 2012; Eberly &
Montemayor, 1999), reported prosocial behavior (Domitrovich &
Bierman, 2001), and observed prosocial behavior (Carlo, 2014).
Although it should be noted that other studies have found more
mixed results in terms of the link between warmth and prosocial
behavior, especially when prosocial behavior is defined as helping
one in distress (Davidov & Grusec, 2006).
When parental influences are analyzed separately, the gender of
both parents and children often emerge as salient factors. For
example, Eberly and Montemayor (1999) found that adolescents
were more prosocial to their mothers because they were spending
more time with them than with fathers (Eisenberg, 1983), and

because on average, mothers provide more comfort than do fathers
(Roberts, 1999). Warm mothering has been associated with perspective taking in children, daughters with more sympathy, and
sons with less personal distress (Eisenberg & McNally, 1993). The
results for the influence of fathers on prosocial behavior is scarce,
and existing research has found that fathering is not consistently
associated with prosocial outcomes (Hart et al., 1992; PadillaWalker, Carlo, Christensen, & Yorgason, 2012). Collectively,
many in the field agree with Fortuna and Knafo (2014) that
“mothers contribute more strongly than fathers to children’s prosocial development” (p. 71), or that mothering promotes positive
outcomes while fathering protects against problem behaviors (Day
& Padilla-Walker, 2009; Stolz, Barber, & Olsen, 2005). While
these statements may have merit, given the multidimensionality of
both parenting and prosocial behavior, it is possible that fathering
may influence different types (or targets) of prosocial behavior
than does mothering.

Parental Hostility
Parental hostility, including parental displays of anger, frustration, and disappointment in children, as well as overt hostility
(fighting, sarcasm, and emotional abuse) are associated with lower
levels of prosocial behavior in children (Eisenberg et al., 1999;
Hastings, Zahn-Waxler, Robinson, Usher, & Bridges, 2000). Explanations for the connection between parental hostility and prosocial behavior suggest that if children feel a lack of care or concern
from their parents, they may feel their actions to help others have
no efficacy (Barber, Stolz, & Olsen, 2005; Hastings et al., 2000),
and they may have fewer models for prosocial behavior (Hastings,
McShane, Parker, & Ladha, 2007). Similarly, parents who are
consistently faced with resistance from their children may increasingly withdraw from negative interactions and relinquish opportunities to improve their parenting (Pardini, Fite, & Burke, 2008).
The relation between parental hostility and prosocial behavior is
complex, affected by factors like the gender of parents (Crockenberg, Jackson, & Langrock, 1996) and the genetic dispositions of
parents and children (Elgar, Mills, McGrath, Waschbusch, &
Brownridge, 2007), but studies agree that verbal hostility is especially hard on adolescents (Muris, Meesters, Morren, & Moorman,
2004) and that these effects carry across different nations and
cultures (Barber et al., 2005). The children of verbally hostile
mothers show lower peer acceptance (Domitrovich & Bierman,
2001) and more aggression (Hart, Nelson, Robinson, Olsen, &
McNeilly-Choque et al., 1998), both of which have been implicated in lower levels of prosocial behavior. The limited number of
studies that include fathers suggest that father hostility has a
stronger negative effect on prosocial behavior than father warmth
has a positive effect (Deković & Janssens, 1992; Perez-Albeniz &
de Paul, 2004).

Current Study
The current study sought to fill a number of gaps in our understanding of how parenting might promote prosocial behavior during adolescence. First, we examined multiple targets of prosocial
behavior (strangers, friends, family) to determine whether parenting was differentially associated with prosocial behavior toward
different targets. We expected that parenting would be most
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strongly associated with prosocial behavior toward family, but
based on existing research, expected it to promote prosocial behavior toward other targets as well. Second, we examined both
parental warmth and parental hostility, and expected that parental
warmth would promote prosocial behavior, whereas parental hostility would be negatively associated with prosocial behavior.
Third, we examined both mothering and fathering to determine if
there were differential effects based on parent gender, and expected that father hostility might be a better predictor of prosocial
behavior than father warmth. Fourth, because relations between
parenting and behavior have been found to be quite different as a
function of reporter (Dyer, Day, & Harper, 2014), we examined
both warmth and hostility in a variety of ways, including, childreport, parent-report, and observations of parenting behavior based
on videotaped parent– child interactions.

Method
Participants and Procedures
Participants for this study included 500 adolescents (M age at
Time 2 ⫽ 12.34, SD ⫽ 1.06, 52% female) and their parents (M age
mothers ⫽ 44.15, SD ⫽ 6.17; M age fathers ⫽ 46.20, SD ⫽ 6.17),
taken from Times 2 and 3 of a longitudinal study that began in
2007 when the adolescents were an average of 11.5 years of age,
and has followed them to adulthood. Time 2 and 3 were used
because of the availability of observational reports of parenting.
Time points were approximately 1 year apart, and longitudinal
response rate was over 90%. In terms of ethnicity, 67% were
European American, 12% African American, and 21% reported
being of mixed ethnicity. Nearly 20% of families reported an
annual income of less than $40,000 per year, while 30% reported
an annual income of more than $100,000 per year.
Research was approved by the sponsoring university’s Institutional Review Board and appropriate consent was obtained from
all family members. Each family member was paid $100 for their
participation. For the initial time point, families were randomly
selected from targeted census tracts in a large northwestern city,
and were identified using a purchased national telephone survey
database (Polk Directories/InfoUSA). Families were interviewed
in their homes, with each interview consisting of a video task and
questionnaires completed by the child, mother, and father (initial
response rate of eligible families was 61%). For the video task,
interviewers set up the camera in a separate room and left the room
during the task. Tasks consisted of a 12-min interaction between
the mother and child and a 12-min interaction between the father
and child. During the mother– child and father– child interaction
task, the target child and his or her parent discussed a number of
issues presented on discussion cards (e.g., “What do you think
have been your child’s biggest accomplishments in the last year?”
and “What does your mom/dad do when you do something she/he
doesn’t like?”). These video tasks followed the protocol established by the Iowa State Coding Lab and were coded using the
Iowa Family Interaction Rating Scales (Melby et al., 1998; see
Padilla-Walker, Harper, & Bean, 2011 for more information on
procedures).
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Measures
Parenting. Parenting was measured at Time 2 using both
questionnaires and observational ratings. First, mothers and fathers
reported on their own parenting, and adolescents reported on their
parents’ warmth/support and verbal hostility using two subscales
of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire-Short Version (PSDQ; Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 2001). Adolescents, mothers, and fathers were asked how often their parents
(they) did certain behaviors characteristic of warmth (5 items, e.g.,
“My parent is/I am responsive to my/my child’s feelings and
needs”) and verbal hostility (4 items, e.g., “My parent/I yells or
shouts when I/my child misbehaves”). Responses ranged on a
5-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always), with higher
scores indicating higher levels of parenting. Latent variables were
created using the individual items to create both mothers’ (warmth:
␣ ⫽ .78; hostility: ␣ ⫽ .70) and fathers’ (warmth: ␣ ⫽ .78;
hostility: ␣ ⫽ .71) self-reported parental warmth and hostility, as
well as child-reported parental warmth and hostility for both
mothers (warmth: ␣ ⫽ .82; hostility: ␣ ⫽ .74) and fathers
(warmth: ␣ ⫽ .83; hostility: ␣ ⫽ .75).
Parenting was also measured from dyadic interaction scales,
which were created by coding the observed interactive in-home
video tasks. Specialized coders watched each video task and coded
for a variety of individual and dyadic codes. Interrater reliability
was assessed via ICC (Choukalis, Melby, & Lorenz, 2000). Parental warmth/support was assessed by creating a latent variable
using three codes for mothers and fathers (warmth, listener responsiveness, and communication; interrater reliability for mothers ⫽
.82, .84, .89, interrater reliability for fathers ⫽ .80 .82, .88) that
were all aspects of warmth/support and mirrored the items used in
the questionnaire. On a scale ranging from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 9 (mainly characteristic), parental warmth was assessed
by the degree to which the parent expressed care, concern, support,
and encouragement and built on these behaviors, nonverbal and
verbal responsiveness that indicated validation and attentiveness,
and the ability to communicate one’s point of view and demonstrate consideration of the child’s point of view. Parental hostility
was also assessed by creating a latent variable using three codes
for mothers and fathers (hostility, escalate hostility, and reciprocate hostility; interrater reliability for mothers ⫽ .86, .92, .98,
interrater reliability for fathers ⫽ .85, .92, .97) that were indicative
of hostility similar to the verbal hostility in the questionnaire items.
On a scale ranging from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 9 (mainly
characteristic), negative parenting was assessed by the degree to
which the parent expressed hostile, angry, critical, disapproving,
rejecting, or contemptuous behavior directed toward the child, as
well as the parent’s tendency to escalate their hostile behavior and
reciprocate hostility from the child.
Prosocial behavior. Adolescents’ prosocial behavior was measured at Time 2 and 3 using both questionnaire and observational
ratings. First, prosocial behavior was measured using a modified
version of the kindness and generosity subscale of the Values in
Action Inventory of Strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The
original measure was designed to assess behaviors toward strangers (9
items, ␣ Time 2 ⫽ .85, Time 3 ⫽ 84; e.g., “I help people I don’t
know, even if it’s not easy for me”). Similar items were adapted to
assess prosocial behavior toward friends (9 items, ␣ Time 2 ⫽ .90,
Time 3 ⫽ .93 e.g., “I go out of my way to cheer up my friends”) and
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family (9 items, ␣ Time 2 ⫽ .92, Time 3 ⫽ .93; e.g., “I really enjoy
doing small favors for my family”) on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not like me at all) to 5 (very much like me). Mean scales of
each target of prosocial behavior were used for all analyses.
Prosocial behavior was also assessed using two codes (one for
prosocial behavior toward mother, one for prosocial behavior
toward father) from dyadic interaction scales discussed above
(prosocial behavior toward mother, interrater reliability at Time
2 ⫽ .81; Time 3 ⫽ .86; prosocial behavior toward father, interrater
reliability at Time 2 ⫽ .83; Time 3 ⫽ .89). On a scale ranging from
1 (not at all characteristic) to 9 (mainly characteristic), prosocial
behavior was assessed by the degree to which the child demonstrated helpfulness, sensitivity, cooperation, sympathy, and respectfulness toward the other individual (mother or father) in the
interaction. Both verbal and nonverbal behavior was assessed, so
prosocial behavior could be represented by a child being kind to
their parent during the interaction or referring to them in a positive
way (e.g., as a hero), versus a child who was very indifferent or
was making derogatory comments about the parent. Other examples include adolescents who made references to helping their
parent or to being cooperative or empathic.

Analysis Plan
In order to examine longitudinal relations between parenting
and prosocial behavior, structural equation models were conducted
using AMOS software (Arbuckle, 2010), with separate models for
parental warmth and verbal hostility. Models were conducted sepa-

rately due to collinearity that was present when putting the two types
of parenting together and because of low power in a single full model.
Model fit was considered acceptable if comparative fit index (CFI) ⬎
.90, standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) ⬍ .08, and
root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) ⬍ .08 (Little,
2013). First, measurement models were conducted to determine factor
loadings of latent variables and measurement model fit. Latent variables included all parenting variables, but prosocial behaviors were
manifest variables using scale mean scores. Prosocial behaviors were
measured as mean scores because we did not have adequate power to
include all variables as latent variables. Covariances were added
between all variables, and error covariances were included between
corresponding child-reported indicators of mother and father parenting. Next, structural models were conducted. Models for both warmth
and hostility consisted of latent variables at Time 2 for mother and
father self-reported parenting, child-reports of mothers’ and fathers’
parenting, and observations of both mothers’ and fathers’ parenting.
Outcome variables consisted of adolescents’ self-reported prosocial
behavior toward strangers, friends, and family, as well as observations
of adolescents’ prosocial behavior toward mother and father. In structural models, parenting at Time 2 was regressed on adolescents’
prosocial behavior at Time 3, and initial levels of prosocial behavior
were controlled for at Time 2. In addition, adolescent gender, age, and
ethnicity were used as control variables (see Figure 1 for proposed
model). It is of note that missing data were minimal (⬍5%), and we
used the Full Information Maximum Likelihood feature of AMOS to
handle missing data.

Mothering_SR
Time 2

Fathering_SR
Time 2

PB Stranger
Time 3

e

PB Friends
Time 3

e

PB Family
Time 3

e

PB Mother_O
Time 3

e

PB Father_O
Time 3

e

Mothering_CR
Time 2

Fathering_CR
Time 2

Mothering_O
Time 2

Fathering_O
Time 2

Figure 1. Proposed structural equation model. SR ⫽ self-report; CR ⫽ child-report; O ⫽ observed; PB ⫽ prosocial
behavior. All Time 3 behaviors are controlled for at Time 2. Child gender, age, and ethnicity are also controlled at
Time 2.
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measurement model had good model fit, 2(479) ⫽ 690.28, p ⬍
.001; CFI ⫽ .97, SRMR ⫽ .05, RMSEA ⫽ .03 [.025, .035], with
all factor loadings ⬎ .40 save one (one item on observed father
warmth).
For the hostility measurement model, latent variables were
created using the individual items to create both mothers’ (factor
loadings .38 –.77) and fathers’ (factor loadings .39 –.80) selfreported parental hostility, as well as child-reported parental hostility for both mothers (factor loadings .48 –.75) and fathers (factor
loadings .52–.78) and observations of mother (factor loadings
.60 –.80) and father (factor loadings .65–.73) hostility. All latent
variables were correlated with one another. The parental hostility
measurement model also had adequate fit, 2(348) ⫽ 740.36, p ⬍
.001, CFI ⫽ .93, SRMR ⫽ .07, RMSEA ⫽ .05 [.043, .052], with
all factor loadings ⬎ .40 save two (one for mother and one for
father self-reported hostility).
Next, structural models were analyzed. For the parental warmth
model, there was good model fit, 2 (565) ⫽ 837.54, p ⬍ .001,
CFI ⫽ .96, SRMR ⫽ .05, RMSEA ⫽ .03 [.027, .035]. Results
suggested that mother warmth (self-reported) was positively associated with prosocial behavior toward family, and that mother
warmth (child-reported) was positively associated with observed
prosocial behavior toward mother (see Table 3). Father warmth
(observed) was positively associated with prosocial behavior toward friends, while father warmth (child-reported) was positively
associated with observed prosocial behavior toward father. Of
note, self-reported mother and father warmth were positively correlated with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward all targets except
strangers and friends (r ranged from .15–.26, p ⬍ .05), childreported mother and father warmth were positively correlated with
Time 2 prosocial behavior toward all targets (r ranged from
.16 –.57), and observations of mother and father warmth were
correlated with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward all targets (r
ranged from .12–.30). Endogenous error correlations were included between all self-reported prosocial behaviors (r ranged
from .40 –.47) and between observed prosocial behaviors (r ⫽
.24). In terms of controls, gender (males had the higher coded
value) was negatively associated with prosocial behavior toward
strangers (␤ ⫽ ⫺.07, p ⬍ .05), friends (␤ ⫽ ⫺.21, p ⬍ .001), and
fathers (observed; ␤ ⫽ ⫺.12, p ⬍ .05); and adolescents’ age was

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
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T tests were conducted to determine gender and ethnicity differences on variables of interest. In terms of gender, results revealed that girls (M ⫽ 4.11) reported higher levels of mother
warmth than did boys (M ⫽ 3.92; t(476) ⫽ 2.69, p ⬍ .01), and
girls reported higher levels than boys of prosocial behavior toward
strangers (3.26 vs. 2.95; t(457) ⫽ 4.54, p ⬍ .001), friends (4.51 vs.
3.99; t(457) ⫽ 9.14, p ⬍ .001), and family (4.14 vs. 3.82; t(457) ⫽
4.27, p ⬍ .001). Observations of prosocial behavior toward father
were also higher for girls than boys (5.30 vs. 4.88; t(298) ⫽ 3.20,
p ⬍ .01). In terms of ethnicity, European American (M ⫽ 4.12)
adolescents reported higher levels of mother warmth than did other
ethnicities (M ⫽ 3.83; t(466) ⫽ 3.90, p ⬍ .001), and coders
observed higher levels of mother warmth in European American
mothers (M ⫽ 5.53) compared with other ethnicities (M ⫽ 4.96;
t(447) ⫽ 6.07, p ⬍ .001). European American (M ⫽ 2.13) adolescents reported lower levels of mother verbal hostility than did
other ethnicities (M ⫽ 2.36; t(466) ⫽ ⫺2.84, p ⬍ .01), and coders
observed higher levels of prosocial behavior toward mothers for
European American teens (5.17 vs. 4.78, t(405) ⫽ 3.33, p ⬍ .001).
Means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables are
presented in Tables 1 and 2. It should be noted that parenting was
more strongly associated with prosocial behavior toward family
than toward strangers and friends. Additionally, fathering seemed
to be less consistently associated with prosocial behavior than
mothering.

Longitudinal Associations Between Parenting and
Prosocial Behavior
First, a measurement model was analyzed for each model. For
the warmth measurement model, latent variables were created
using the individual items to create both mothers’ (factor loadings
.57–.70) and fathers’ (factor loadings .63–.68) self-reported parental warmth, as well as child-reported parental warmth for both
mothers (factor loadings .61–.83) and fathers (factor loadings
.64 –.72) and observations of mother (factor loadings .47–.78) and
father (factor loadings .32–.87) warmth. The parental warmth

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Parental Warmth/Support and Prosocial Behavior
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

1. MWarmth_SR_2
—
2. FWarmth_SR_2
.31ⴱⴱⴱ
—
3. MWarmth_CR_2
.24ⴱⴱⴱ
.26ⴱⴱⴱ
—
4. FWarmth_CR_2
.15ⴱⴱ
.27ⴱⴱⴱ
.73ⴱⴱⴱ
—
5. MWarmth_O_2
.13ⴱⴱ
.11
.29ⴱⴱⴱ
.25ⴱⴱⴱ
—
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
6. FWarmth_O_2
.19
.21
.20
.20ⴱⴱⴱ
.22ⴱⴱⴱ
—
7. PB Strangers_3
.12ⴱⴱ
.09
.34ⴱⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱⴱ
.15ⴱⴱ
.13ⴱ
—
8. PB Friends_3
.11ⴱ
.09
.32ⴱⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱⴱ
.13ⴱⴱ
.19ⴱⴱ
.60ⴱⴱⴱ
—
9. PB Family_3
.24ⴱⴱⴱ
.17ⴱⴱ
.40ⴱⴱⴱ
.34ⴱⴱⴱ
.08
.18ⴱⴱ
.55ⴱⴱⴱ
.58ⴱⴱⴱ
—
ⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
10. PB Mother_O_3
.11
.03
.25
.16
.17
.08
.20
.23ⴱⴱⴱ
.26ⴱⴱⴱ
—
11. PB Father_O_3
.10
.11
.23ⴱⴱⴱ
.23ⴱⴱⴱ
.13ⴱ
.11
.19ⴱⴱ
.25ⴱⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱⴱ
—
M (SD)
4.31 (.47) 4.01 (.57) 4.02 (.80) 3.81 (.86) 5.34 (.97) 5.22 (.93) 3.11 (.74) 4.26 (.66) 3.98 (.81) 5.03 (1.13) 5.10 (1.14)
Note. M ⫽ mother; F ⫽ father; SR ⫽ self-report; CR ⫽ child-report; O ⫽ observed; PB ⫽ prosocial behavior; 2 ⫽ Time 2; 3 ⫽ Time 3.
ⴱ
p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between Parental Hostility and Prosocial Behavior
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1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

1. MHostility_SR_2
—
2. FHositlity_SR_2
.25ⴱⴱⴱ
—
3. MHostility_CR_2
.29ⴱⴱⴱ
.24ⴱⴱⴱ
—
4. FHostility_CR_2
.19ⴱⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱⴱ
.71ⴱⴱⴱ
—
5. MHostility_O_2
.16ⴱⴱⴱ
.08
.19ⴱⴱⴱ
.15ⴱⴱ
—
ⴱ
ⴱⴱ
6. FHostility_O_2
.14
.16
.01
.08
.07
—
7. PB Strangers_3
⫺.14ⴱⴱ
⫺.03
⫺.12ⴱ
⫺.05
⫺.15ⴱⴱ
⫺.08
—
8. PB Friends_3
⫺.13ⴱⴱ
⫺.07
⫺.14ⴱⴱ
⫺.16ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.10ⴱ
⫺.04
.60ⴱⴱⴱ
—
9. PB Family_3
⫺.13ⴱⴱ
⫺.01
⫺.13ⴱⴱ
⫺.11ⴱ
⫺.03
⫺.08
.55ⴱⴱⴱ
.58ⴱⴱⴱ
—
ⴱ
ⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
ⴱ
ⴱⴱⴱ
10. PB Mother_O_3
⫺.12
⫺.12
⫺.17
⫺.13
⫺.16
⫺.12
.20
.23ⴱⴱⴱ
.26ⴱⴱⴱ
—
11. PB Father_O_3
⫺.09
⫺.06
⫺.17ⴱⴱ
⫺.17ⴱⴱ
⫺.03
⫺.10
.19ⴱⴱⴱ
.25ⴱⴱⴱ
.28ⴱⴱⴱ
.36ⴱⴱⴱ
—
M (SD)
2.15 (.57) 2.14 (.58) 2.20 (.84) 2.19 (.86) 1.21 (.49) 1.13 (.34) 3.12 (.74) 4.26 (.66) 3.98 (.81) 5.03 (1.13) 5.1 (1.14)
Note. M ⫽ mother; F ⫽ father; SR ⫽ self-report; CR ⫽ child-report; O ⫽ observed; PB ⫽ prosocial behavior; 2 ⫽ Time 2; 3 ⫽ Time 3.
ⴱ
p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

positively associated with observed prosocial behavior toward
mothers (␤ ⫽ .10, p ⬍ .05). Stability paths were all significant,
with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward strangers (␤ ⫽ .60, p ⬍
.001), friends (␤ ⫽ .44, p ⬍ .001), family (␤ ⫽ .51, p ⬍ .001),
mother (␤ ⫽ .26, p ⬍ .001), and father (␤ ⫽ .27, p ⬍ .001), all
associated with the corresponding Time 3 prosocial behavior.
For the parental hostility structural model, results suggested
adequate model fit, 2(422) ⫽ 878.32, p ⬍ .001, CFI ⫽ .92,
SRMR ⫽ .07, RMSEA ⫽ .05 [.042–.051]. Results suggested that
father hostility (child-reported) was negatively associated with
prosocial behavior toward friends, and that father hostility (observed) was negatively associated with prosocial behavior toward
strangers, family, mother (observed), and father (observed, marginally significant). Of note, self-reported mother hostility at Time
2 was negatively correlated with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward
all targets (r ranged from ⫺.15–⫺.28, p ⬍ .05); while fathers’
self-reported hostility was not significantly associated with any
target of prosocial behavior. Child-reported mother and father
hostility were negatively correlated with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward all targets (r ranged from ⫺.11– ⫺.34, p ⬍ .05).
Observations of mother hostility were only negatively correlated
with observed prosocial behavior toward mother at Time 2,
r ⫽ ⫺.24, p ⬍ .01, while observations of father hostility were
negatively correlated with Time 2 prosocial behavior toward all
targets (r ranged from ⫺.12–⫺.26, p ⬍ .05). Endogenous error
correlations were included between all self-reported prosocial behaviors (r ranged from .41–.46) and between observed prosocial
behaviors (r ⫽ .23). In terms of controls, gender (males had the
higher coded value) was negatively associated with prosocial
behavior toward strangers (␤ ⫽ ⫺.09, p ⬍ .05), friends
(␤ ⫽ ⫺.21, p ⬍ .001), family (␤ ⫽ ⫺.08, p ⬍ .05), and fathers
(observed; ␤ ⫽ ⫺.14, p ⬍ .05); ethnicity (nonwhite had higher
coded value) was negatively associated with observed prosocial
behavior toward mother (␤ ⫽ ⫺.11, p ⬍ .05), and adolescents’ age
was positively associated with observed prosocial behavior toward
mothers (␤ ⫽ .12, p ⬍ .05).

Discussion
The purpose of the current study was to examine the influence
that both parental warmth and hostility might have on prosocial

behavior toward multiple targets. Results indicated that mother
warmth was associated with adolescents’ prosocial behavior toward family and mothers, and that father warmth was associated
with prosocial behavior toward friends and fathers. In addition,
mother hostility was not associated with any prosocial outcomes
while father hostility was negatively associated with prosocial
behavior toward family, friends, strangers, mothers, and fathers.
While recent arguments have been raised suggesting fathering and
mothering influences children in similar ways (Fagan, Day, Lamb,
& Cabrera, 2014), the current findings join a number of additional
studies suggesting that fathering and mothering may be differentially related to adolescent outcomes, with particular emphasis on
prosocial behavior. It was also clear from our findings that the
reporter of parenting behavior had a significant impact on the
pattern of results.

Parental Warmth
Previous research on parenting consistently validates social
learning theory by indicating the impact of parental warmth and
support on prosocial outcomes (Eberly & Montemayor, 1998;
Hastings, McShane et al., 2007; Lewis, 2014). Our study is consistent with these findings and suggests that positive mothering
was directly and longitudinally related to prosocial behavior toward the family generally and prosocial behavior toward mothers
specifically, and positive fathering was directly related to prosocial
behavior toward fathers. While the link between positive fathering
and prosocial behavior has not been commonly found in past
research, and indeed, research on fathers’ interactions with teens is
scant at best, this study supports the need for research further
delineating the role of men in the positive socialization of adolescents. It is particularly helpful to know that relationship strength
between fathers and their children may be facilitated through
increased parental warmth when combined with parents (especially fathers) modeling positive behavior. Based on our findings
here, we suggest that future research examine the multiplicative
relationships among mothers’ and fathers’ parenting and various
forms and targets of prosocial development (Pleck, 2007).
Although our findings supported the link between positive parenting and prosocial behavior toward family, results also suggested
a link between positive fathering and prosocial behavior toward
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Table 3
Mothers’ and Father’s Warmth/Support and Hostility Predicting
Prosocial Behavior

Mother SR on PB stranger
Mother SR on PB friend
Mother SR on PB family
Mother SR on PB mother obs
Mother SR on PB father obs
Father SR on PB stranger
Father SR on PB friend
Father SR on PB family
Father SR on PB mother obs
Father SR on PB father obs
Mother CR on PB stranger
Mother CR on PB friend
Mother CR on PB family
Mother CR on PB mother obs
Mother CR on PB father obs
Father CR on PB stranger
Father CR on PB friend
Father CR on PB family
Father CR on PB mother obs
Father CR on PB father obs
Mother obs on PB stranger
Mother obs on PB friend
Mother obs on PB family
Mother obs on PB mother obs
Mother obs on PB father obs
Father obs on PB stranger
Father obs on PB friend
Father obs on PB family
Father obs on PB mother obs
Father obs on PB father obs

Warmth/support
model

Hostility model

␤

SE

␤

b

SE

.09
.09
.11
.19
.22
.10
.09
.11
.19
.20
.08
.08
.10
.17
.19
.07
.06
.08
.14
.15
.05
.05
.06
.11
.13
.08
.08
.09
.16
.17

⫺.03
⫺.10
.03
.03
⫺.05
⫺.01
.04
⫺.01
⫺.02
.08
⫺.06
.03
.01
⫺.18
⫺.09
⫺.01
⫺.16
⫺.08
⫺.04
⫺.13
.00
.05
.00
⫺.04
.03
⫺.14
.00
⫺.12
⫺.18
⫺.13

⫺.03
⫺.09
.03
.05
⫺.09
⫺.02
.07
⫺.03
⫺.08
.27
⫺.05
.02
.00
⫺.23†
⫺.11
⫺.10
⫺.12ⴱ
⫺.08
⫺.05
⫺.18
.00
.05
.00
⫺.06
.05
⫺.19ⴱⴱ
.00
⫺.19ⴱ
⫺.39ⴱⴱ
⫺.28†

.07
.06
.08
.14
.16
.12
.11
.14
.23
.24
.06
.05
.07
.12
.13
.06
.05
.06
.11
.12
.05
.05
.06
.10
.11
.07
.07
.08
.15
.15

.09
.06
.11
.04
.01
⫺.05
⫺.04
⫺.05
⫺.03
.03
.09
.03
.12
.20
⫺.05
.04
.11
.05
.00
.21
.00
.00
⫺.04
.03
.05
.03
.13
.08
.05
⫺.02

b
†

.16
.10
.24ⴱ
.11
.03
⫺.08
⫺.07
⫺.09
⫺.09
.07
.10
.03
.15
.36ⴱ
⫺.09
.04
.10
.06
.00
.33ⴱ
.00
.00
⫺.05
.05
.08
.04
.19ⴱ
.14
.12
⫺.06

Note. PB ⫽ prosocial behavior; SR ⫽ self-report; CR ⫽ child-report;
obs ⫽ observed. All parenting variables are at Time 2; all prosocial
behaviors are at Time 3. Prosocial behaviors are controlled for at Time 2,
as well as child gender, age, and ethnicity. Model fit for the warmth/
support model: 2(565) ⫽ 837.54, p ⬍ .001, comparative fit index (CFI) ⫽
.96, standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) ⫽ .05, root-meansquare error of approximation (RMSEA) ⫽ .03. Model fit for the hostility
model: 2(422) ⫽ 878.32, CFI ⫽ .92, SRMR ⫽ .07, RMSEA ⫽ .05.
†
p ⬍ .08. ⴱ p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01.

friends. Research on young children has found that children whose
fathers discussed prosocial behavior with them were more prosocial at school with their peers (Hastings, McShane et al., 2007),
and another study found that mother warmth was significantly
associated with prosocial behavior toward friends (Padilla-Walker
et al., 2015), but did not consider the role of fathers. Past research
has supported the notion that fathers may see their role as providing some type of entrée and introduction to the outside world
(Pleck, 2010), and friends may be the first of many nonfamily
members one will eventually encounter. The current study builds
on this research to suggest that during adolescence there might also
be something unique about the role of fathers and prosocial behavior toward peers, though more research is clearly needed in this
regard.
Whereas parental hostility was negatively linked with prosocial
behavior toward all targets, parental warmth was only related to
prosocial behavior toward parents and friends, and there were few
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consistent significant findings across reporters. Given the mixed
findings in other studies regarding parental warmth (Davidov &
Grusec, 2006), one potential explanation is that while controlling
parenting remains influential throughout adolescence, parental
warmth may show less and less of a direct influence on children’s
behavior over time (Moilanen, Rasmussen, & Padilla-Walker,
2015). This waning of the direct effect of parental warmth may not
be unexpected given the development of autonomy and independence that occurs during adolescence (Steinberg & Silk, 2002),
and may be indicative of increasing indirect effects of parenting as
children develop strong values and characteristics that are then
directly associated with behavior (Padilla-Walker, 2014). This
finding might also be attributable to the relative stability of adolescent prosocial behavior (Carlo, 2014; Padilla-Walker et al.,
2012), in that adolescents’ prosocial behavior, especially in the
context of warm parenting, is relatively stable. This might particularly be the case in warm and reciprocal relationships where
cooperative norms have been established and are relatively well
functioning; whereas in a hostile or unpredictable relationship,
norms might be less well-established and more open to change and
fluctuations in behavior. Indeed, given theoretical assumptions that
the influence of bad experiences outweigh the influence of good
experiences (Baumeister et al., 2001), it is not unexpected that
parental warmth would become less directly important while a
negative parental influence like hostility would remain consistently influential.

Parental Hostility
It is well established that negative parenting, or parenting characterized by harshness, restriction, and displays of anger, frustration, and disappointment in children is connected with higher
levels of negative outcomes and lower levels of positive outcomes
for teens (e.g., Barber et al., 2005). The current findings are
consistent with existing research, but highlight the unique role of
fathers’ negative parenting on adolescents’ prosocial behavior. The
current study indicate that negative fathering seems to have more
of a negative influence than negative mothering because fathering
was negatively associated with adolescents’ prosocial behavior
toward all targets, while negative mothering was not related to any
prosocial outcomes. Research suggests that findings for father
negativity that are not mirrored by mother negativity include lower
prosocial behavior for children (particularly for sons) with fathers
who are depressed (Elgar et al., 2007) and who encourage emotional regulation and suppression of emotions (Roberts, 1999).
Thus, current findings build on a small number of studies suggesting the salience of father hostility on child outcomes.
Past research suggests that fathers have little positive influence
on adolescent prosocial behavior (e.g., Fortuna & Knafo, 2014),
that fathers’ influence is corrective or regulatory (Roberts, 1999)
and that fathers are more strongly related to the absence of problem behavior (Day & Padilla-Walker, 2009). The current findings
did lend support to the idea that positive fathering is not as strong
or consistent as the influence of negative fathering on adolescents’
prosocial behaviors. Hasting, McShane et al. (2007) reasoned that
one explanation for these outcomes is that perhaps fathers stay out
of interactions that are going well, and only intercede when they
feel correction is needed. Cleary the role of fathers in the positive
development of their teens is a gap in the literature that needs to be
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addressed further, especially with an eye to multidimensionality of
both fathering and prosocial behavior.

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

Influence of Reporter
The majority of previous studies conducted on parenting during
adolescence have relied on parent (usually mother) reports or
mixed parent and child reports, with few father-reported or observational reports of parenting. However, using data from a triad of
sources, including observational coding, provides us with a richer
picture about what might be occurring in the parent– child relationship during adolescence. Indeed, the current study’s selfreported findings were similar to existing cross-sectional findings
suggesting the primary importance of mothers in the development
of prosocial behavior (Day & Padilla-Walker, 2009; PadillaWalker & Christensen, 2011; Stolz et al., 2005), and finding
relatively few direct effects (Moilanen et al., 2015). However,
many of the links between fathering and adolescent behaviors were
found in the current study based on the observational codes of
fathering behavior, which begs the question of what we may be
capturing with observational measures that are not represented in
self-reported behaviors, particularly for fathers.
A fascinating aspect of family life is the alternate perceptions of
reality that differ according to the reporter (Broderick, 1993), and
indeed, there were only modest correlations between different
reports of parenting in the current study. Holmbeck, Li, Schurman,
Friedman, and Coakley (2002) articulated that these individual
perceptions of reality are created by personality and cognitive
characteristics that color the way an individual experiences life.
They posit that observational methods of reporting are able to
eliminate some of those personal characteristic biases and extract
shared properties. A recent study by Dyer, Day, and Harper (2014)
examined shared and unique perceptions of father engagement and
warmth and found that mothers’ perceptions of warmth overlapped
more with shared perspectives than did father warmth. Thus, it
may be that fathers’ have a unique perception of their own parenting that is not as representative of what teens are experiencing.
Another study examined measurement invariance of father involvement using mother, father, child, and observed reports of the
same measure of father involvement and found that of the three
reporters, the adolescent report was the most strongly related to the
observed report (Dyer, Day, & Harper, 2013). They hypothesized
that perhaps the adolescents report on a more global father– child
relationship than do parents, or that they may be a less biased
source than their parents. The current study found few consistent
patterns across reporters, suggesting that perhaps a very different
view of parenting is captured by self-report, child-report, and
observations. Taken together, these findings indicate that future
studies on the socialization of adolescent prosocial behavior would
do well to include observational data of parent– child interactions,
especially as they relate to fathering behaviors.

Limitations, Conclusions, and Future Directions
The current study was not without limitations. The sample was
mainly European American middle class, thus the data may not be
generalizable to other populations of interest. Future research
should also examine single-parent families with nonresidential
fathers to determine if fathers have the same influence on prosocial

behavior across contexts. Another important future direction is
examining the role of child gender as well as parent gender.
Though parenting during adolescence has not consistently been
found to differentially impact behavior as a function of the child’s
gender (Steinberg & Silk, 2002), some studies have found that
gender potentially influences parent– child interactions during
childhood (Hastings, Utendale et al., 2007), and future research
should continue to explore this possibility.
Although the study had the strength of a longitudinal design,
direction of effects could not be determined. Indeed, theory has
long supported (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994), and a growing body
of research suggests that children’s prosocial behavior has a particularly salient role on parenting during adolescence (PadillaWalker et al., 2012), and it is likely that a bidirectional study
would yield reciprocal relations that might be informative. Future
research should also consider not only direct effects of parenting
on adolescents’ behavior, but should also consider indirect effects,
as parenting may be less consistently directly associated with child
outcomes during adolescence (Padilla-Walker, 2014), and may
instead promote child characteristics (e.g., sympathy, selfregulation, values) that in turn impact behavior. This may have
been a key reason for the relatively few direct effects found in the
current study, and is an important direction for future research.
Despite these limitations, the current study provides useful
insights into the multidimensional nature of both parenting and
prosocial behavior. While confirming existing studies suggesting
the role of mother warmth on prosocial behavior toward family,
the current study also highlighted father warmth as a potentially
important correlate of prosocial behavior toward friends. Findings
also underscored the role of father hostility in reducing levels of
prosocial behavior, with one potential suggestion being a need to
encourage fathers to be more involved in the positive interactions
in their children’s lives rather than acting primarily as a disciplinarian. Finally, the current study is an important step in our
understanding of multiple reporters of parenting during adolescence and highlights the salience of observations of parent– child
interactions, especially for fathers.
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